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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The role of migrant remittances for poverty reduction, economic growth and sustainable 
development in sending countries has been the subject of detailed scrutiny by researchers, 
governments, financial and multilateral institutions for more than a decade. Remittances 
are increasingly promoted as tools to address the protracted challenges of underdevelop-
ment, social disparities and social security deficits in the Global South. The expansion of 
remittances and minimizing of remitting costs have been identified as important to fulfil 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of the United Nations’ Agenda for 2030. Remit-
tances have been characterized as vital resources that enable recipients and remitters to 
contribute to their social welfare and achieve “their own SDGs”. 

In this report, we review the evidence for the linkages between migrant remittances and 
the social welfare of receiving households, communities and countries, as well as remitters 
themselves. In LMICs, where public forms of social welfare measures have been weaker 
and national social security systems underdeveloped due to fiscal constraints and limited 
government revenues, monetary and non-monetary assistance by family and community 
members have long constituted an important form of non-state social welfare. Rooted in 
social relationships and networks of family, kinship connections and social community, 
individual remittances offer informal mechanisms of social protection. And, while these 
may positively affect the social welfare of recipients, as recent studies have convincingly 
demonstrated, they are not a replacement for public forms of social protection. The com-
pensatory effects of remittances on human welfare are complements to and not substitutes 
for the established state responsibilities for effective social policies and social protection. 
These external flows are seen to stabilize national economies and contribute to economic 
growth. Nevertheless, they produce difficult burdens for marginal remitters, especially 
when social programmes are weak in sending areas. The weak inclusion of these remit-
ters in the social protection programmes of migrant-receiving countries is another less-
addressed dimension of remittances and social welfare. 

The report also addresses claims that remittances have a negative or “crowding out” 
effect on social welfare, by lowering citizens’ expectations for state-led social protection 
provisions. Migrant remittances and public social protection programmes are seen as com-
peting processes, where the growth of remittances potentially depresses social protection 
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by reducing public demand and need for state-led programmes by improving the qual-
ity of life of recipients. The opposite scenario, in which expanded state-led social protec-
tion reduces the need for remittances is also theoretically possible although the evidence 
for this, like the depression hypothesis, is weak and circumstantial. Both hypotheses need 
closer examination and more local area research, including in Southern Africa where the 
relationship between remittances and social protection remains largely unexamined. 

Drawing on data on public social protection and social protection floors extracted 
from the World Bank’s ASPIRE database, ILO’s Social Protection Data Dashboards, WHO 
Global Health Observatory and other sources, the report engages with these arguments. 
At the global scale, recent data on public social protection for the top remittance-receiving 
countries disproves a linear negative relationship. The expansion of these flows does not 
automatically result in declining investments in public spending and social programmes, 
with most governments committed to building their social protection floors, including 
basic coverage for various groups and health-care coverage, as part of the SDGs. We con-
clude that a broader set of factors (rather than remittances narrowly) affect the nature and 
scope of public social protection in the Global South, including in Southern Africa. With 
remittance flows offering the potential to expand the fiscal space for national governments, 
these barriers to building up public social protection need greater attention. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought urgency to understanding the connections 
between remittances and social welfare as both are being severely impacted. The social pro-
tection of migrants and migrant-sending communities has become a pressing issue during 
the pandemic, which has magnified the multiple vulnerabilities of many migrant cohorts, 
aggravated by glaring shortcomings in social protection. The pandemic is projected to have 
a highly negative impact on remittance flows, with a predicted 15% decline in low and mid-
dle-income countries in 2020-2021. With this, as well as strong restrictions on migration 
flows and the economic hardships faced by remitters as a result of the crisis, more robust 
social protection floors are urgently needed. The UN Special Rapporteur on Extreme Pov-
erty and Human Rights warns that the social safety nets put in place are short-term, with 
insufficient funding, and many people will inevitably fall between the cracks. 
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INTRODUCTION

Migrant remittances are increasingly seen as central to the development agenda of many 
migrant-origin countries in the Global South. They have been identified as important 
resources for economic growth, sustainable development, poverty reduction, and the liveli-
hoods of communities and households in different regions of migrant origin (ADB, 2018; 
Connell and Brown, 2015; Kelegama, 2011; Khan and Merritt, 2020; Konte and Mbaye, 
2020; Orozco and Ellis, 2014). While migration and development are not given much 
attention in the 2030 UN Agenda for Sustainable Development and the Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (SDGs), remittances are identified as a means to achieve SDG Goal 10 of 
Reducing Inequality Within and Among Countries (Crush, 2019; IFAD, 2019). IFAD also 
argues that remittances can contribute to reaching a number of the other SDGs. As the UN 
Secretary-General recently noted, even modest flows of remittances enable senders and 
receivers to contribute to “their own SDGs” through diminished poverty levels and depri-
vation, improved health and nutrition, housing and living standards, additional opportuni-
ties for education, expanded household assets, and by reducing economic uncertainties to 
safeguard a stable future (UN, 2020a). The Global Compact for Migration has also identi-
fied the “faster, safer and cheaper transfer of remittances” as one of its main goals (Objective 
20) and contains a related commitment to augment the “transformative impact of remit-
tances on the well-being of migrant workers and their families, as well as on sustainable 
development of countries” (UN, 2020a: 27). 

In 2018, the UN General Assembly adopted a resolution designating 16 June as the 
annual International Day of Family Remittances to acknowledge the contributions of over 
200 million migrants to improve the lives and economic prospects of their families by 
sending remittances (UN, 2018). The UN resolution references the transformative effects 
of remittances on the long-term development of migrant origin areas, including poverty 
reduction, access to basic services for marginal households, stimulating local investments 
for entrepreneurial growth, and financial inclusion, especially in neglected rural areas and 
crisis-affected regions (UN, 2018: 2). In the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
UN described remittances as the “lifeline in the developing world – especially now” and rec-
ommended that remitting costs be brought close to zero to boost the ability of recipients to 
weather this extraordinary period (UN, 2020b). In response to the global disruption of the 
lifeline of remittances, IFAD’s Financing Facility for Remittances convened a Remittance 
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Community Task Force in mid-2020 with over 40 organizations representing international 
agencies, inter-governmental bodies, industry and private sector groups and diaspora net-
works (RCTF, 2020). The task force is part of a campaign entitled “Building Resilience in 
Times of Crisis” to tackle pandemic-related declines in remittance flows through action-
oriented proposals to support remittance-dependent families, and develop their ability to 
manage and recover from the pandemic (Family Remittances, 2021).

There is now a large multi-disciplinary literature on migrant remitting behaviour and 
remittance impacts and even a dedicated remittances journal, Remittances Review. Much 
of this literature focuses on remitting in cash rather than kind. Crush and Caesar (2020) 
argue that insufficient attention has been paid to goods remitting primarily because these 
remittances tend to be socially motivated and serve social rather than narrow economic 
purposes. The pandemic-related surge in online ordering means that goods remitting now 
also encompasses deliveries paid for by migrants and delivered to their relatives in home 
countries. This observation about the neglect of goods remitting highlights the more gen-
eral economistic nature of the remittances literature with its primary focus on economic 
outcomes of remittances at the regional, national and local levels, and stress on the incor-
poration of remittances into formal financial transfer and banking systems (Bahadir et al., 
2018; Chitambara, 2019; Clemens and McKenzie, 2018; Fromentin, 2017; Habai et al., 2018; 
Sobiech, 2019; Vacaflores, 2018). 

In Southern Africa, attempts to document remittance flows to, from and between the 
countries of the region have been hampered by the lack of reliable data and the “invisibility” 
of much informal remitting (FMT, 2012, 2020). Most of the research has focused on those 
who remit, on their profile and behaviour using local-area surveys (Hungwe, 2017; Makina, 
2013; Moyo and Nicolau, 2016; Nzabamwita, 2018). Earlier SAMP studies based on nation-
ally-representative surveys of migrant-sending households in six SADC countries demon-
strated that remittances were largely spent on basic needs such as food, clothing, transport, 
shelter, medical expenses and school fees (Crush and Pendleton, 2009; Crush et al., 2010; 
Chikanda and Dodson, 2013). Various small-scale qualitative case studies have suggested 
that remittances also play an important social welfare role, particularly in crisis-ridden 
rural Zimbabwe (Dzingirai et al., 2014; Kangmennaang et al., 2018; Mavisa et al., 2019; 
Nyikahadzoi et al., 2019; Nzima et al., 2017). Other important findings include that the 
volume remitted by individual migrants tends to decline over time with length of absence, 
and that migrants are prepared to sacrifice their own standard of living and food security 
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to send more funds home (Crush and Tawodzera, 2017; Makina and Masenge, 2015). Eth-
nographic research has also provided insights into the operation of informal remittances 
channels, although quantifying these flows has proven problematic (Nzima, 2017; Thebe, 
2015; Thebe and Mutyatyu, 2017). More recently, there have been some efforts to estimate 
the implications of remittances for national economic growth (FMT, 2017, 2020; Kitonyo et 
al., 2017; Mercandilli et al., 2017). 

In an earlier survey of the economic and financial impacts of remittances, Hein de Haas 
(2007: 58) observed that “while often maintaining the social and economic reproduction of 
communities, remittances also tend to transform social structures and care arrangements.” 
Recent studies have underscored his point that remittances do not simply function as eco-
nomic resources, but also perform important social roles including fulfilling obligations of 
kinship and charity (Stevanovic, 2012). This suggests that remittances can be seen as a type 
of informal social protection; an argument gaining traction in settings where formal state-
funded social protection systems are inadequate or non-existent (Brown et al., 2014; Car-
ling, 2014; Quashie, 2019; Saksela-Bergholm, 2019). In theory, remittances should produce 
multiple beneficial outcomes and growing advantages for the social welfare and sustainable 
development of migrant-sending households, communities and countries. However, both 
Doyle (2015) and Mina (2019) have suggested that high levels of remitting may also result 
in reduced incentives and levels of state-funded social protection. Alternatively, there is a 
possibility that the expansion of formal social protection reduces the need and incentive to 
remit. 

How robust are these arguments about remittances-driven development and its effects 
on state provisions for social welfare? Do individual and collective remittances weaken 
existing arrangements and, equally importantly, deflate the necessity for comprehensive 
social policies and protection floors in the Global South? Or are remittances depressed 
when social protection expands? These are important questions especially because both 
facilitated remitting and expansive social protection systems are central planks of the 
SDGs, with specified targets to strengthen and build up these systems (Hagen-Zanker et 
al., 2017; Ortiz et al., 2017 ). SDG Target 1.3, for example, proposes the implementation of 
context-sensitive social protection systems by state institutions, including social protection 
floors, together with widespread coverage of poor and vulnerable individuals and com-
munities. The Global Compact for Migration emphasizes that “remittances constitute an 
important source of private capital and cannot be equated to other international financial 
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flows, such as foreign direct investment, official development assistance or other public 
sources of financing for development” (UN, 2020a). In other words, suggests the Compact, 
remittances are no substitute for social protection spending.

The latest assessments by the World Bank and International Labour Organization (ILO) 
confirm the highly uneven coverage of social protection across the globe (ILO, 2017; World 
Bank, 2018). For example, only 18% of the poorest cohort in low-income countries have 
access to social safety net measures (World Bank, 2018). Likewise, less than half of the 
poor in Low and Middle-Income Countries (LMICs) are enrolled in social insurance pro-
grammes. The ILO (2017) estimates that close to 4 billion people or 55% of the global 
population are not covered by any social protection programme. Some 45% are protected 
by at least one benefit and less than 30% have access to comprehensive social security sys-
tems with benefits from child and family-centred programmes to old-age pensions. In this 
report, we assess the nature of the linkages between remittances and social welfare. First, 
we review the burgeoning literature on migrant remittances and their economic and social 
impacts. Second, we discuss various types of formal and informal social protection. Third, 
we examine state-led provisions for social security in the Global South, including social 
protection floors, and provide an analysis of the manner in which remittances affect such 
measures. 

TRACKING REMITTANCES 

Remittances are estimated to have a direct impact on one billion senders and recipients 
every year (UN, 2018). Two-thirds of these resources are used to meet the essential needs 
of receivers, while the remaining fiscal resources of some USD100 billion are channelled 
towards savings and investments. Before COVID-19, it was projected that between 2015 
and 2030, a total of USD6.5 trillion would be received as remittances by developing coun-
tries, half of which would be sent to the rural poor. Remittances are also an increasing 
and stable source of foreign capital, while the volume and share of other types of flows 
have fluctuated and even weakened in the last three decades (Figure 1). In 2017, recorded 
remittance flows to LMICs reached a record high of USD633 billion, with a projected pre-
COVID increase to USD746 billion in 2019 (Table 1). All major regions show an increase 
in remittance receipts between 2010 and 2019 with the largest increases in South Asia 
and East Asia and the Pacific. Data on remittances exclude sizable flows through informal  
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channels. Freund and Spatafora (2005) argue that informal remittances equal 35-75% of 
official remittances to countries in the Global South, while the Global Migration Group 
(2017) suggests that informal flows may even equal formal remittances in volume. Country-
level studies show that in some cases (such as Pakistan) informal remitting is on the decline, 
whereas in others (such as Thailand) it is increasing (Kubo, 2017; Mughal et al., 2021).

FIGURE 1: Foreign Capital Flows to LMICS

Source: Ratha et al. (2020: 8)

TABLE 1: Remittance Flows to LMIC Regions (USD billion)

2010 2015 2016 2017 2018e 2019f
East Asia & Pacific 96 128 128 134 143 156
Europe & Central Asia 38 43 43 53 59 64
South Asia 82 118 110 117 131 142
Latin America & Caribbean 55 67 73 80 88 95
Middle East & North Africa 39 51 51 57 62 66
Sub-Saharan Africa 32 43 38 42 46 51
Total 470 596 589 633 689 746
Note: e Estimated, f Forecast
Source: World Bank (2019: 3)
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At the country level, there is greater variability and fluctuation in remittance flows. 
Table 3, for example, shows remittance flows via formal channels to the top 10 recipient 
countries in 2019 defined in terms of total amount and share of GDP. The share of GDP is 
generally under 10% for the top 10 recipients by total amount but still varies considerably 
from 3% in India to 10% in the Philippines for example. The share of GDP for the other 
set of countries is over 20% for the top 10 and almost 40% in small-island countries such 
as Tonga and Haiti. The amounts do not qualify any of these countries for a place in the 
top 10 by volume of remittances. However, the significance of remittances to the national 
economy is much greater in these smaller, poorer island or landlocked states.

In fragile states, remittances are a major contributor to GDP: for example, 14% in  
Zimbabwe (Table 3) and as high as 34% in South Sudan (Table 2). Within the Southern 
African region, Zimbabwe is easily the largest recipient of recorded remittances (Table 3). 
Two countries experienced a massive jump in remittance inflows between 2005 and 2019: 
from USD23 million to USD217 million (Malawi) and USD59 to USD300 million (Mozam-
bique) (Table 3). South Africa and Lesotho saw an initial increase and then decline from 
2010 onwards, while Eswatini was the opposite with decline followed by increase. Both 
Angola and Botswana saw an overall decline over the period, in the latter case by over 50%. 
There is also a substantial additional transfer of cash and non-cash remittances through 
informal channels into and within this region, amplifying the significance of remittances to 
households and communities. An estimated 70% of all intra-regional remittance flows in 
Southern Africa occur through informal channels (Kettles, 2018). Table 4 shows that many 
countries in this region send as well as receive. For example, although the largest volume of 
remittances in 2019 was from South Africa (USD1,042 million), the country also received 
USD890 million in remittances that year.

 

TABLE 2: Major Remittance-Receiving Countries

Amount USD million* Share of GDP (%)*
Top 10 receiving countries by total amount

India 83,131 2.8
China 68,398 0.5
Mexico 38,520 3.0
Philippines 35,167 9.9
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Egypt 26,791 8.9
Nigeria 23,800 5.3
Pakistan 22,507 7.9
Bangladesh 18,348 5.8
Ukraine 15,814 10.5
Vietnam 17,000 6.5

Top receiving countries by GDP share
Tonga 183 37.6
Haiti  3,274 37.1
South Sudan 1,267 34.4
Kyrgyzstan 2,410 29.2
Tajikistan 2,298 28.2
Nepal 8,128 27.3
Honduras 5,369 22.0
Lesotho 584 21.3
El Salvador  5,647 21.0
Lebanon 7,467 12.7
Source: Compiled from World Bank Inward Remittance Flows, April 2020

TABLE 3: Recorded Remittance Flows to Southern African Countries, 2005–2019

Share of GDP 
(%) in 2019

Year (USD million)
2005 2010 2015 2019

Lesotho 21.3 599 610 371 495
Zimbabwe 13.5 - 1,413 2,047 1,730
Eswatini 2.7 95 55 96 119
Malawi 2.4 23 22 41 217
Mozambique 1.6 59 116 143 300
Zambia 0.5 53 44 47 98
Namibia 0.4 17 69 47 61
Botswana 0.3 118 22 30 50
South Africa 0.2 614 1,070 825 890
Angola - - 18 11 3
Source: World Bank, Inward Remittance Flows, April and October 2020
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TABLE 4: Recorded Remittance Flows from Southern African Countries, 2005-2019

Net remittances 
sent/received 
(USD million 

2015)

Year (USD million)

2005 2010 2015 2019

Zimbabwe +2,036 0 9 11 -
Lesotho +371 0 0 0 -
Eswatini +77 8 12 19 27
Malawi +21 7 15 20 29
Namibia -24 18 82 71 96
Zambia -25 94 68 72 104
Mozambique -48 24 54 191 202
Botswana -65 107 100 95 69
South Africa -155 1,042 1,353 980 1,052
Angola -1,242 215 714 1,253 549
Source: World Bank, Outward Remittance Flows, October 2020

Some have argued that remittances exacerbate inequality, reproduce uneven develop-
ment, and produce unsustainable social development outcomes (Withers, 2019). However, 
the general consensus is that remittances have positive economic and impacts on social 
welfare at the sub-national and local level. Certainly, the millions who remit do so in antici-
pation that remittances will not be wasted on conspicuous consumption (a hope not always 
realized), but on basic welfare needs and human capital development. Khan and Merritt 
(2020) explore the complex motivational calculus of remitters in terms of solidarity, com-
munity building and network formation. Data from the latest study on remittances from 
Canada shows that a portion of remittances (35%) was given to recipients to utilize as they 
wished. Yet, the largest share was remitted to satisfy the subsistence and essential needs 
of recipients, including for food, clothing, shelter, education and health care (Table 5). 
Well over half of the remitters (60%) said that the remittances were sent to cover the living 
expenses of their family members and other relatives. For nearly half of the remitters (43%), 
remittances were to cover health-care costs and for nearly a quarter of remitters, they were 
for education-related expenses. 



migration policy series no. 83

11

TABLE 5: Main Motives for Sending Remittances by Remitters in Canada

(%)
Meet living expenses 59
Meet medical costs 43
Give as gift 35
Meet education-related expenses 22
Meet other major expenses 12
Address other (non-medical) emergencies 6
Pay for entertainment or leisure activities 5
Source: Dimbuene and Turcotte (2019)

SAMP data shows that the motivations for remitting by Southern African migrants liv-
ing in Canada are broadly similar to the general pattern (Crush et al., 2013). Remitting is 
primarily for social-welfare-related expenses rather than productive economic purposes 
(Table 6). Food purchase was the most important intended use of remittances (62% of 
respondents) followed by health, education, clothing and other household expenses. Only 
10% remitted to start or invest in a business. An earlier survey of spending of remittances 
by recipient households in five Southern African countries showed that “survival” expen-
diture on food was even higher (at 82%), followed by education, clothing and health care 
(Crush and Pendleton, 2009). 

The positive social welfare impacts of remitting on child poverty, housing, health and 
education outcomes have been confirmed in a wide variety of contexts (Adams and Cue-
cuecha, 2010; Cuong and Linh, 2018; De and Ratha, 2012; Fonta et al., 2015; Kan, 2020; 
Mahapatro et al., 2017; Sikder at al., 2017; Song and Liang, 2018). Remittances provide 
cushioning from economic shocks and offer consumption smoothing functions for 
resource-poor households. A study in Jamaica showed remittances offer protection against 
health shocks, such as accidents and illness, especially when recipients lack private health 
insurance (Buermann et al., 2016). Mexican households that experienced downslides in 
remittance receipts after the 2008-2009 US recession witnessed adverse effects on school 
attendance and child labour (Alcaraz et al., 2012). Recent case study evidence suggests 
that remittances have a direct beneficial effect on household food and nutrition security 
(Choitani, 2017; Chikanda et al., 2020; Crush and Caesar, 2017; Dodd et al., 2020; Ebadi 
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et al., 2018; Frayne, 2010; Hassanah et al., 2017; Nguyen and Winters, 2011; Regmi and 
Paudel, 2017; Romano and Traverso, 2020). A larger study of nearly 50,000 households in 
32 Sub-Saharan African countries found that regular receipt of international remittances is 
positively associated with improved food security (Sulemana et al., 2019). 

TABLE 6: Use of Remittances in SADC Countries

Remittances sent to SADC  
from Canada 

(% of respondents)

Remittances received by 
households in SADC 
(% of households)

Buy food 61.5 81.9
Medical expenses 59.4 30.2
Education/school fees 58.2 52.3
Other household expenses 44.1 n/a
Buy clothes 34.6 52.2
Special events (weddings, funerals) 33.4 10.8
Transportation 32.5 36.6
Build or renovate residence 21.3 11.1
Buy agricultural inputs/equipment 11.6 20.0
Start/run a business 10.2 1.1
Buy property 6.3 n/a
Savings 5.3 12.5
Buy livestock 4.6 4.6
Note: Multiple-response question
Source: Crush et al (2013: 50), Crush and Pendleton (2009: 74-75)

 

Le Dé et al. (2015) make the important point that households and communities excluded 
from the remittance economy experience heightened levels of post-disaster vulnerability. 
Since not all individuals have equal opportunities and readily available means and channels 
to migrate, especially to countries where average wages are higher, remittances can end up 
directly benefitting only those households whose members are in other countries. A study 
on Bangladesh showed that the majority of households (78%) do not receive remittances, 
and only 12% and 9% respectively collected internal and international remittances (Chow-
dhury, 2015). Even with the broadening of migration flows, not all marginal households 
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have relatives and friends sending them remittances. In Pakistan, districts with the high-
est levels of out-migration to Gulf countries and remittance inflows have witnessed the 
most significant improvements in socio-economic indicators (Arif et al., 2020). In contrast, 
Moniruzzaman and Walton-Roberts (2018) show that Bangladeshi households deplete sig-
nificant resources to access migration opportunities and that “debt is a critical component” 
of the migration system to the Gulf. Also, not all migrants are remittance-creators, even 
when their sending households are impoverished and there is constant, acute need to assist 
relatives. This may be especially the case for those in vulnerable categories, such as irregu-
lar migrants, whose lives are precarious in the receiving countries and whose incomes are 
generally low and erratic. In a recent SAMP study of migrant entrepreneurs in Johannes-
burg’s informal economy, nearly one-third (31%) had not remitted at all, despite a majority 
of respondents (81%) noting that remittances were a main reason for migration to South 
Africa (Peberdy, 2016). 

Remittances are easily the most important source of external finance for countries cat-
egorized as fragile in terms of their economic and other indicators (OECD, 2015). In the 
case of fragile states, these counter-cyclical flows often remain stable and even increase 
when sending countries experience economic downturns and other crises, thus providing 
some degree of protection against economic shocks. Remittances have acted as an espe-
cially important lifeline during global or national crises, such as the 2008 financial crisis, 
remaining relatively resilient when foreign aid to the poorest countries and other flows 
contracted significantly (Sirkeci et al., 2012). Remittances function as “shock-absorbers” 
during sudden-onset natural disasters, with migrants sending higher amounts to their rela-
tives to offset the consequences of emergency circumstances (Arouri et al., 2015; Bettin 
and Zazzaro, 2018; Bragg et al., 2018). In countries experiencing grave humanitarian crises, 
remittances can help to mitigate the multiple social and economic hardships endured by 
affected residents. SAMP’s Migration and Remittances Study (MARS) in Zimbabwe showed 
that without remittances, the effects of the crisis would have been extremely severe for the 
migrants’ communities of origin. Cash and non-cash remittances, including food and other 
products, helped to meet the essential needs of Zimbabweans who were faced with a col-
lapsing economy, staggering inflation, massive contraction of livelihood opportunities and 
non-payment of salaries. 
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SOCIAL WELFARE AND SOCIAL PROTECTION

Midgley and Livermore (2009, p. xii) define social welfare as “the condition or state of 
wellbeing that exists when human needs are met, problems are managed, and opportu-
nities are maximized” (see also Midgley (2007, 2017)). The reverse condition of “social 
illfare” is prevalent when these needs are neglected and opportunities for improving social 
conditions are scarce for the marginalized. Positive conditions for social welfare are distrib-
uted more widely across populations and different social groups in settings where people 
have a wide range of opportunities available. Social protection refers to the more specific 
mobilization of resources and strategies to manage social risks, including lack of economic 
resources and social obligations of care, all of which can affect personal circumstances and 
general wellbeing (Bilecen et al., 2019). Social welfare and social protection are also about 
processes and activities that expand individual freedoms and transform basic capacities 
into enhanced capabilities (UNDP, 2019). 

Multiple public and private actors and stakeholders are involved in social welfare and 
social protection-related activities (Greve, 2013, 2019; ILO, 2019b) and include:

dependants within families, including children, ageing relatives, and those with disabili-
ties (DiNitto, 2009). Shaped by broader social relationships of reciprocity, obligation 
and patronage, social welfare-related activities by private individuals can extend beyond 
the immediate family to a broader set of relatives, friends and other members of their 
social community (Maclean, 2014; Devereux and Sabates-Wheeler, 2004). 

-
sion contributions, health, maternity, disability and other similar mandatory and non-
mandatory benefits for their employees (Adema and Whiteford, 2010). However, large 
sections of productive populations, including migrants, in non-standard forms of 
employment relationships (such as in agriculture, the informal and gig economies) are 
excluded from contributory social security schemes. 

of state institutions and contribute positively in various ways to social welfare (Cammett 
and MacLean, 2014). 
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protection programming (Barrientos, 2016). As Barrientios (2009: 4) notes, “national 
governments can support social protection through macroeconomic policy, public 
expenditure, tax policy and regulation.” For instance, certain social welfare measures 
provided by private employers are mandated through social policies instituted by gov-
ernments (Adema and Whiteford, 2010). 

social protection can assume an extensive role in the social welfare of communities 
(Cammett and MacLean, 2014). Gough (2013, 2014) has introduced the concepts of 
“informal security regimes” and “insecurity regimes” to disaggregate the social protec-
tion systems of many countries where a large number of social and institutional actors 
(outside the state) interact in various ways to organize social security. 

Because of the importance of the informal sector as a source of employment and liveli-
hoods in the Global South, attention has turned to whether and how best informal workers 
can benefit from participation in non-contributory social protection programmes (ILO, 
2019a). Some attention has also been paid to whether local mutual support systems, net-
works, and institutions can act as viable stand-ins for absent or ineffective formal systems of 
social protection in the Global South. As Devereux and Getu (2013: 7) note, informal and 
semi-formal social protection mechanisms are “undervalued or even neglected in the con-
temporary discourse of social protection policy-making and programming.” The complex 
institutional forms of informal social protection, many of which long pre-date the emer-
gence of national social protection programmes, are attracting increasing research atten-
tion (Dafuleya, 2018; Muiruri, 2013; Oware, 2020; Stavropoulou et al., 2017; Tandrayen-
Ragoobur and Kasseeah, 2018). However, the ILO (2017) global report on social protection 
focuses exclusively on state protection programmes and ignores informal social protection. 
Verpoortean and Verschraegen (2010) argue that it is important to see formal social pro-
tection systems and informal social protection mechanisms, networks and institutions as 
inter-linked. This duality is challenged by Bilecen and Barglowski (2015: 203) who argue 
that they are not separate entities that interact but should rather be conceptualized as com-
plex assemblages, which “goes beyond a static understanding of social protection because 
social actors constantly negotiate the use of informal welfare schemes with formal ones.” 
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The concept of social welfare has more commonly been linked with the activities and 
responsibilities of the welfare state (Hill, 2013). Social welfare programmes are government 
measures to reduce the serious consequences of economic insecurities on citizens. The 
types and range of such measures vary widely across countries and may include social assis-
tance through benefits for various vulnerable groups, such as the unemployed, older peo-
ple, women with dependent minors, and people with health issues and disabilities, among 
others (Bahle et al., 2010). Comprising a part of the broader social protection systems, 
social safety nets are non-contributory programmes offering assistance to poor and vul-
nerable people and households. Conditional and unconditional cash transfers, social pen-
sions, food and in-kind transfers, school feeding programmes, public works programmes, 
fee waivers and targeted subsidies are all important social safety net measures.

State-sponsored social protection policies and programmes are important instruments 
of social welfare and redistribution in national and local settings (Barientos, 2013). A newer 
related idea is that of Social Protection Floors (SPFs) (Birbaum et al., 2016, 2017; ILO, 
2016). SPFs are intended to be a well-defined set of basic and guaranteed social security 
measures by state institutions to address existing poverty, vulnerability, and social exclu-
sion in national settings (Dijkhoff, 2019). According to the ILO (2016a, 2016b, 2016c, 
2017), national social protection floors should at a minimum include: (a) basic income 
guarantees for persons of working age who are not able to earn adequate wages, especially 
during special and/or emergency circumstances of ill-health, unemployment and under-
employment, maternity and disability; (b) basic income guarantees for older people, such 
as pensions; (c) basic income guarantees for children along with nutrition, education, care 
and other programmes; and (d) health care, including maternity care. 

Social protection programmes in the Global South are primarily designed to reduce 
the dire effects of poverty and relative deprivation on affected individuals and households 
(Mahon, 2018). In addition, these measures assist vulnerable individuals and households 
to build resilience and respond effectively to the various shocks experienced across the 
lifecycle, ranging from personal crises such as illness to broader economic crises affect-
ing countries, regions or on the global scale. SPFs, for example, promote universal access 
to basic social protection to enable vulnerable individuals and households to mitigate life 
risks, such as health and economic crises (Deacon, 2013). However, as Hennebry (2014) 
points out, they often fail to address the specific protection needs and circumstances of 
migrant workers. 
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According to the latest UNDP (2019) report, some 600 million people live in extreme 
poverty in developing countries, with more than half in Sub-Saharan Africa. The number in 
extreme poverty rises significantly to 1.3 billion when assessed using the Multidimensional 
Poverty Index (MPI) (UNDP and OPHI, 2020). Poorer households face resource deficits 
and hold lower productive assets such as land and financial capital, all of which contribute 
to weaker entry to other avenues for social mobility. Personal and broader crisis circum-
stances, such as health issues, political conflicts and natural disasters, can expose marginal 
households and their members to added risks and place them in an enduring poverty trap. 
A recent study notes that while global poverty rates have diminished overall in recent years, 
both chronic and transient forms of poverty persist in African countries, with the move-
ment of households into and out of poverty with income fluctuations, shifting financial 
needs, and personal shocks or crises (AFD and World Bank, 2018). 

There is considerable inter-regional and inter-country variation in social protection cov-
erage across the Global South (Gough, 2014). Tables 7 and 8 derived from the World Bank’s 
Atlas of Social Protection Indicators of Resilience and Equity (ASPIRE database) provide 
a typology of the main forms of social protection and a measure of country and regional 
coverage for the poorest segment of a country’s population. This database relies on national 
household surveys and administrative data on beneficiaries in social welfare programmes. 
Due to data limitations, current coverage in these programmes may be higher than the 
figures listed in the ASPIRE database (AFD and World Bank, 2018; OECD, 2019). At the 
regional scale, Sub-Saharan Africa, the Middle East and North Africa have the lowest levels 
of social programming in all major categories (Table 7). By contrast, Asia and the Pacific, 
South Asia, and Latin America and the Caribbean have the broadest range of programmes, 
as well as the best coverage. In virtually every region and social programme type, however, 
coverage is confined to a minority of the population. Table 8 identifies those countries with 
strong as well as weak coverage for both the poorest cohort and the total population. Again, 
there is enormous variation. Malaysia and Mongolia, for example, have nearly complete 
coverage in terms of cash transfers while the corresponding figure is extremely low in Haiti. 
In Bangladesh, less than 1% of the poorest cohort and general population have access to 
contributory pensions. 

A common measure for evaluating the salience of public social protection is the share 
of GDP invested by national governments in social programmes. While this disbursement 
is more or less dependent on the general state of a country’s economic development, and 
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may oscillate with its short-term and long-term economic performance, elevated segments 
of the GDP allotted for social protection implies that they are top priority concerns for state 
institutions and these governments hold the fiscal resources for generous investment in 
such programmes. In the high-income countries in the Global North, this form of spending 
generally exceeds 15% of the national GDP. It ranges on the lower end from 16% and 18% 
in the Netherlands and Canada respectively to 26% in Germany and 31% in France on the 
higher end (OECD, 2021). 

Poverty reduction and easing of insecurities of households and social groups have been 
consistently highlighted as the main objectives of state-led social protection. While their 
quality is a separate matter, the extent to which such programmes target these groups pro-
vides some confirmation of state commitment to addressing their particular needs. To assess 
the pro-poor quality of social programmes, Figure 2 shows the coverage ratio between the 
poorest quintile and total coverage for the major remittance-receiving countries (Figure 2). 
Higher coverage ratio and coverage ratio above 1 implies that there is a particular emphasis 
on the social protection of the poorest cohorts in the state-led efforts. With the exception 
of Nigeria and Lebanon with coverage ratios under 1, state-led social protection measures 
have centred on the poorest cohorts in most countries. There is a strong emphasis on this 
cohort in the social protection measures in Vietnam (1.56), Philippines (1.55) and Hon-
duras (1.44). Data is not available for South Sudan and Togo reported 0% coverage for the 
poorest quintile. 

TABLE 7: Social Protection Benefits by Geographical Region for the Poorest Quintile*

Region

Type of Social Programme (%)

All types
Cash 

transfer

Conditional 
cash 

transfer

Social 
pensions

Public 
works

Fee 
waivers

Other 
social 

assistance

Asia and Pacific 26.5 30.8 56.3 1.2 0 32.3 33.2
Latin America and Caribbean 26.0 18.5 40.1 9.3 - 44.5 5.6
Middle East and North Africa 6.3 6.9 - - - - 1.0
South Asia 23.0 5.0 28.0 16.9 28.6 - 15.2
Sub-Saharan Africa 6.0 8.7 - 3.5 3.5 - 8.2
*Based on countries’ most recent value between 2008 and 2018. “Poorest quintile” refers to the bottom 
20% or lowest fifth of the population, by income or consumption levels.
Source: World Bank, Atlas of Social Protection Indicators of Resilience and Equity (ASPIRE) database, 2020
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TABLE 8: Coverage of Social Insurance and Social Assistance Programmes

Type of benefit Strong coverage Weak coverage
Social insurance programme

Contributory 
pensions

Georgia (2016): 61% poorest cohort and total 
population

Afghanistan (2007): 0.16% poorest cohort; 
Bangladesh (2017): 0.4% poorest cohort and 
0.9% total population

Social assistance measures
Cash transfers Malaysia (2016): 94% poorest cohort and 67% 

total population; Mongolia (2016): 97% poorest 
cohort and 85% total population

Haiti (2012): 0.3% 

Conditional cash 
transfers

Uruguay (2017): 73% poorest cohort and 58% total 
population; Bolivia (2017): 72% poorest cohort

Morocco (2009): 0.56% poorest cohort; Pakistan 
(2009): 0.2% total population

Non-contributory 
social pensions

Thailand (2009): 61% poorest cohort; Eswatini 
(2016): 49.2% poorest cohort; Georgia (2011): 
62.10% poorest cohort and 56.4% total population

Cameroon (2007): 0.07% poorest cohort and 
1.16% total population; Guatemala (2014): 
0.66% poorest cohort and 1.66% total population

Food and in-kind 
transfers

India (2011): 94.19% poorest cohort and 
91.77% total population; Paraguay (2012): 
89.85% poorest cohort; Chile (2017): 84.83% 
poorest cohort and 59.17% total population 
Rwanda (2013): 1.45% poorest cohort and 
0.86% total population; South Sudan (2009): 
2.86% poorest cohort and 5.15% total population

School feeding Eswatini (2017): 75.88% poorest cohort; Costa 
Rica (2017): 72.36% poorest cohort; El Salvador 
(2017): 72.93% poorest cohort; Paraguay 
(2012): 80.79% poorest cohort; Nigeria (2015): 
3.02% poorest cohort and 2.59% total population; 
Liberia (2014): 3.67% poorest cohort and 5.27% 
total population; Tanzania (2014): 2.43% poorest 
cohort and 4.78% total population

Public works and 
food for work

India (2011): 28.62% poorest cohort; Zimbabwe 
(2019): 24.49% poorest cohort; Liberia (2016): 
1.83% poorest cohort and 0.75% total population

Fee waivers El Salvador (2015): 69.25% poorest cohort and 
75% total population

Uruguay (2016): 0.16% poorest cohort and 0.3 
total population

Source: Compiled from the World Bank ASPIRE database, 2020
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FIGURE 2: Poorest Quintile to Total Coverage Ratio for Top Remittance-Receiving Countries

Source: Calculated using World Bank ASPIRE (2020) 

In Southern Africa, Tables 9-11 show government spending on social protection 
between 1995 and 2015. Data is unavailable for certain years for some countries and, 
in some cases, the latest figures are absent. Public spending on social programmes rose 
in most of the countries in this region. South Africa and Zambia witnessed a consistent 
growth in their allocation. Public social spending grew from 3.9% of GDP in 1995 to 6.7% 
in 2015 in Namibia. Similarly, South African expenditure increased from 6.8% to 10.1% of 
GDP over the same period. In three countries, Angola, Lesotho and South Africa, public 
spending reached close to 10% and occasionally exceeded it. In some cases, Lesotho being 
the best example, this growth has been impressive, reaching 16% in 2011. In some national 
settings, extant social programmes have been implemented through partial or complete 
dependence on donor funding and development partners. Malawi’s social safety net pro-
grammes are entirely funded by ODA, for example, while programmes in Mozambique 
(under 10%) and Zimbabwe (over 60%) have received some support (AFD and World 
Bank, 2018; World Bank, 2018). As Tables 10 and 11 show, however, there is consider-
able variation in social programme coverage and highly unequal access in many countries, 
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even for the poorest cohort. The ILO Social Protection Index for 34 African countries rates 
South Africa first (at 0.80) and Botswana third (at 0.69). Lesotho is sixth (0.53), Malawi is 
18th (0.23) and Mozambique is 25th (0.17) (Bhorat et al., 2017). Middle-income countries 
such as Botswana and South Africa clearly have higher state revenues to provide social 
assistance programmes in comparison with the low-income countries of Lesotho, Malawi 
and Mozambique. 

TABLE 9: Total Public Social Protection Expenditure in Southern African Countries

Country

Year (% of GDP)

1995 2000 2005 2010 2015
Latest 

available 
data

Angola - 3.1 6.6 9.4 6.10 6.10 (2015)
Botswana 2.5 4.4 7.7 6.6 - 6.6 (2010)
Eswatini 2.9 3.1 - 5.5 - 4.4 (2012)
Lesotho - - 9.1 16.3 - 16.3 (2011)
Malawi - - - - 1.0 1.0 (2015)
Mozambique 3.5 4.5 4.7 5.3 4.5 4.5 (2015)
Namibia 3.9 6.0 5.5 6.1 6.7 6.7 (2015)
South Africa 6.8 6.7 8.6 9.8 10.1 10.1 (2015)
Zambia 2.5 3.9 5.4 5.5 - 5.5 (2011)
Zimbabwe 3.5 5.6 3.9 5.6 - 5.6 (2011)
Source: Compiled from ILO (2017)

TABLE 10: Social Programme Coverage by Total Population in Selected Southern African Countries

Botswana South Africa Lesotho Malawi Mozambique Zimbabwe

Contributory 
pension

3.76 
(2015)

3.35 
(2014)

1.16 (2017)
0.56 

(2016)
3.80 

(2014)
3.30 

(2019)
Non-contributory 
social pension

19.99 
(2015)

30.24 
(2014)

15.72 
(2017)

n.a. n.a. n.a.

Cash transfers
21.40 
(2009)

52.53 
(2014)

9.14 (2017)
2.11 

(2016)
1.58

(2014)
0.44 

(2017)
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Conditional cash 
transfers

n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a. n.a.

Food and in-kind 
transfers

12.21 
(2015)

n.a. 6.60 (2017)
23.23 
(2016)

n.a.
10.31 
(2019)

School feeding
29.54 
(2015)

n.a.
59.84 
(2017)

13.80 
(2016)

n.a. n.a.

Fee waivers n.a.
49.79 
(2014)

n.a. n.a. n.a.
18.25 
(2011)

Public works and 
food for work

11.97 
(2015)

n.a.
13.53 
(2017)

9.03 
(2016)

n.a. 
10.26 
(2019)

n.a. – data not available 
Source: Compiled from World Bank ASPIRE database, 2020

TABLE 11: Social Programme Coverage for Poorest Cohort in Selected Southern African Countries

Botswana South Africa Lesotho Malawi Mozambique Zimbabwe
Contributory 
pension

2.01 
(2015)

0.90 
(2014)

0.25 
(2017)

0.17 
(2016)

1.13 
(2014)

0.4
(2019)

Non-contributory 
social pension

29.06 
(2015)

42.23 
(2014)

20.37 
(2017)

- - -

Cash transfers
32.54 
(2009)

82.88 
(2014)

14.92 
(2017)

3.22 
(2016)

1.56
(2014)

0.42
(2017)

Conditional cash 
transfers

- - - - - -

Food and in-kind 
transfers

13.65 
(2015)

-
11.35 
(2017)

28.31 
(2016)

- 
19.70 
(2019)

School feeding
31.94 
(2015)

- 79.24 
(2017)

19.09 
(2016)

- -

Fee waivers -
56.06 
(2014)

- - -
23.14 
(2011)

Public works and 
food for work

21.45 
(2015)

- 
19.13 
(2017)

9.78 
(2016)

-
24.49 
(2019)

Source: Compiled from World Bank ASPIRE database, 2020
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LINKING REMITTANCES AND SOCIAL PROTECTION

The well-documented increase in remittances in LMICs in the last decade has coincided 
with growing interest by states in social protection and the development of national social 
protection plans. However, to establish a causal connection between these two positive 
developments is a challenge. One argument is that the two developments are largely unre-
lated because remittances do not reach the poorest, non-migrant households most in need 
of state social protection. Another, contrasting, position is that despite the growing interest 
by states in social protection, there are massive shortfalls in implementation and this partly 
accounts for the consistent increase in remitting. A third possibility is that, as social pro-
tection programmes expand and have greater impact in migrant-sending areas, this could 
have the reverse effect of depressing remittances flows as households rely more on regular 
transfers from the state and less on unpredictable private remittance flows. These possible 
connections require more detailed analysis and testing with actual data.

The social welfare benefits of remittances are unquestionable, although how they relate 
to formal systems of social protection is under-explored. To the extent that a government 
fiscus benefits directly or indirectly from the inflow of remittances, there is increased 
potential and resources for expenditure on social protection programmes. However, there 
is certainly no guarantee, imperative, or even incentive for states to spend increased rev-
enues on such programmes. Another, more direct, connection is through the principle of 
complementarity in which states “match” remittances through social expenditures. The 
best-known example is the Mexican 3 x 1 Program, in which public goods are co-pro-
duced by matching contributions from central and local government and migrant remit-
ters (Aparicio and Meseguer, 2012; Duquette-Rury, 2014; Waddell, 2015). Between 2003 
and 2019, over 29,000 community projects were funded under this programme, including 
water, electricity, sewerage systems, clinics, schools and scholarships (Zamora and Olvera, 
2020). 

Ambrosius (2019) suggests that areas in Mexico receiving large amounts of individual 
and collective remittances overall are given reduced public financing for development. 
García (2018), on the other hand, argues that individual remittance recipients in Mexico 
reap dual benefits, receiving remittances from relatives in the US supplemented with cash 
transfers by the Mexican government. Meseguer et al. (2016) test the hypothesis that the 
receipt of remittances may induce a process of political disengagement from the state and 
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lower expectations concerning its role as a welfare provider. They find, on the contrary, 
that migrant-sending households tend to be more likely to think that the state should be 
involved in securing the well-being of the population. Some argue that the Mexican 3 x 
1 Program disproportionately benefits communities with high levels of out-migration 
and remittance inflow as these are precisely the communities that receive matching social 
development funds from government (Simpser et al., 2016). However, beneficiary com-
munities have recently become increasingly vulnerable to extortion, crime and vigilantism 
(Danielson, 2018; Garcia, 2020; Pérez-Armendáriz and Duquette-Rury, 2019). 

Some suggest that the growth of remittances has had the opposite effect, depressing 
social protection in migrant origin countries across the Global South. By shielding vulner-
able households from economic shocks, it is argued, they weaken government incentives 
for policy reform for social welfare. By plugging gaps in the social insurance systems of 
countries of migrant origin, these resources act as “transnational safety nets” in the era of 
neoliberal globalization (Germano, 2018). Remittances are also said to reduce pressures 
for state intervention since remittance-receiving households are better insulated against 
personal and broader economic crises and less dependent on the social welfare provisions 
of state institutions. At the macro-level, a study of 18 Latin American countries concluded 
that remittances result in depressed levels of social welfare transfers (Doyle, 2015). By 
improving the economic security of recipients and reducing absolute poverty, remittances 
have a “crowding out” or substitution effect on social protection measures and lead to the 
deterioration of these initiatives by state institutions (Anh La and Xu, 2017). This monetary 
contribution dampens public demand for government taxation and social insurance over 
a longer period. 

If the argument that remittances have a crowding out effect on state-led social pro-
tection is valid, then countries with the highest remittance flows by volume and share of 
GDP should exhibit weaker levels and trends of public social protection and declining 
investments over time in direct response to increasing flows. Unfortunately, there is lim-
ited longitudinal data to determine whether an increase in remittances leads to a decline 
in social protection spending (or vice-versa). In their quantitative assessment of the link-
ages between GDP and social protection, Bhorat et al. (2017) calculate that a 1% increase 
in GDP annually results in a 0.2% growth in state-led social spending in the countries of 
many regions with the exception of Sub-Saharan Africa. In other words, a rise in the GDP 
of countries will generally end up in increases in their public social spending; likely the 
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result of strengthening of the fiscal space of national governments. On the downside, social 
protection spending has expanded at a slower pace than economic growth. The reasons for 
weaker investment in social spending in Sub-Saharan Africa, even with economic growth, 
needs further examination. 

For many countries in the Global South, fiscal constraints and financing for social 
protection programmes have been the main barriers to offering and building up state-
led social welfare (Duran-Valverde et al., 2019). Since remittances generally contribute to 
increased consumption, taxes levied on domestic and imported goods expand the fiscal 
space in receiving areas by improving the taxation base and concomitantly government 
revenues (Gnangnon, 2020; Abdih et al., 2012; Abdih et al., 2009). Many remittance-earn-
ing countries accumulate foreign exchange reserves greater than is needed for balance of 
payments purposes and some of these resources could be channelled for socio-economic 
development. A new ILO study points out that many of the top remittance-earning coun-
tries—Bangladesh, Haiti, India, Lebanon, Lesotho, Nepal, Pakistan and Philippines—have 
excess sovereign wealth funds and foreign exchange reserves maintained as precautionary 
resources to address fiscal shocks and other emergency or extraordinary circumstances 
(Ortiz et al., 2019). In this respect, migrant remittances could offer a direct beneficial effect 
on state-led social protection by expanding financing available for social programmes. 

Maximizing remittance flows through formal channels and lowering related costs may 
release additional resources to be diverted for social protection. Taxation on remittances 
in the receiving and sending countries has been offered as a solution to raising funding for 
social protection provisions in the LMICs (Ortiz et al., 2015). However, this proposal is 
unpopular as it is seen to weaken formal remittance flows and also undermines the global 
commitment in the UN 2030 Agenda to minimize remittance fees (Barry and Overland, 
2010; Ratha et al., 2017). Countries including India already impose some form of indirect 
taxation on remittances, such as a minor service tax on the commissions of the money-
transfer operators (Ratha et al., 2017). Others contend that while remittances contribute to 
economic growth and reduce poverty in receiving countries, they should not fund public 
welfare measures (Manuel et al., 2018). 

Some low-income countries that have experienced modest economic growth have 
been able to expand their social protection programmes by lowering public spending on 
other categories, like military spending, and effectively managing their external debt pay-
ment. Lesotho is a prominent example of a country increasing its investments in social 
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protection programmes. Its revenues are greatly dependent on remittances and customs 
tariffs and, according to the ILO World Social Protection Data Dashboards (2021), the 
country disbursed 5.5% of its GDP in 2019 and 2017 on social assistance and health care 
respectively. This share is higher than the corresponding figures for Ukraine (5.28%) and 
Egypt (3.51%) and also higher than the economically-robust countries of China (1.24%) 
and India (1.50%). On the other hand, this has not been the case in Nigeria, where social 
protection has remained high on the national and regional agenda for well over a decade. 
There are persistent gaps in its state-led programmes, exacerbated by poor implementation 
(Hagen-Zanker and Holmes, 2012; Holmes et al., 2012). Likewise, even as India introduced 
new social assistance programmes, it has not established a comprehensive social welfare 
system or made significant improvements to public goods, such as education, clean drink-
ing water and sanitation, commensurate with its escalating GDP (ILO, 2017; Kapur and 
Nangia, 2015). 

Table 12 lists a variety of cross-sectional social protection indicators for two sets of 
countries: the largest remittance recipients by volume and by contribution to GDP. The 
WHO’s Universal Health Care (UHC) Service Coverage Index (SCI) provides a standard 
measure of the extent of essential health services in individual countries and increased in 
17 of the 20 countries between 2015 and 2017. Other common measures include (a) effec-
tive coverage, which refers to the percentage share of a country’s population covered by at 
least one social protection benefit; (b) public spending on social assistance programmes 
(excluding health care) as a percentage of GDP; and (c) the Social Protection Floor Index 
(SPFI). On all of these measures there is considerable variation from country to country 
and no consistent relationship between the volume and GDP share of remittances or any 
of these indices. In other words, there is no evidence of a direct and consistent connection 
between the volume of remittances and the social protection indices. This is confirmed by 
the lack of consistency in health and social protection spending among these countries 
(Figure 3). It is clear, though, that low-income countries on the list score worse on these 
indices than middle-income countries, which suggests that there are a set of contributory 
factors other than remittances that shape public spending on social welfare (Lozano, 2020).
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TABLE 12: Social Protection Indicators and Key Remittance-Receiving Countries 

Country

Remittances (2019) UHC Service Coverage 
Index (SCI) Effective 

Coverage 
(%)‡

Public 
spending 
on social 
assistance 

programmes 
(% GDP)†

Social 
Protection 

Floor 
Index/SPFI 

(% GDP) 

Amount USD 
million*

Share of 
GDP (%)* 2015 2017

Top remittance-receiving countries by total amount
India 83,131 2.8 52 55 22 (2017) 1.4 (2017) 2.9 (2011)
China 68,398 0.5 76 79 71 (2019) 7.2 (2017) 0.8 (2016)
Mexico 38,520 3.0 76 76 50 (2016) 7.5 (2015) 0.9 (2018)
Philippines 35,167 9.9 57 61 37 (2019) 2.6 (2018) 2.3 (2015)
Egypt 26,791 8.9 65 68 37 (2016) 9.5 (2015) 2.0 (2017)
**Nigeria 23,800 5.3 42 42 4 (2016) 0.7 (2019) 5.8 (2009)
**Pakistan 22,507 7.9 42 45 8 (2019)  0 (2015) 2.8 (2015)
**Bangladesh 18,348 5.8 46 48 28 (2019) 0.7 (2016) 3.5 (2016)
Ukraine 15,814 10.5 65 68 73 (2018) 16.2 (2018) 0.6 (2018)
Vietnam 17,000 6.5 73 75 39 (2019) 4.3 (2015) 1.0 (2018)

Top remittance-receiving countries by GDP share
**Tonga 183 37.6 56 58 22 (2019) - 0.6 (2015)
**Haiti 3,274 37.1 47 49 6 1.0 (2018) 6.2 (2012)
**South Sudan 1,267 34.4 30 31 - - 29.6 (2009)
**Honduras 5,369 22.0 66 65 27 0.4 (2018) 1.8 (2018)
**Kyrgyzstan 2,410 29.2 68 70 42 (2019) 10.3 (2018) 1.4 (2018)
**Tajikistan 2,298 28.2 67 68 27 (2019) 4.0 (2015) 1.7 (2015)
**Nepal 8,128 27.3 51 48 17 (2019) 2.1 (2019) 2.7 (2010)
**Lesotho 584 21.3 47 48 9 (2016) 5.5 (2019) 2.7 (2017)
El Salvador 5,647 21.0 75 76 22 5.4 (2018) 0 (2018)
Lebanon 7,467 12.7 71 73 41 6.0 (2018) 0 (2011)
Source: Compiled from World Bank Inward Remittance Flows, April 2020, WHO (2021), ILO World Social 
Protection Data Dashboards (2021) and Global Coalition for Social Protection Floors (2021).
*Based on estimates for 2019
**Low-income countries (World Bank)
†(excludes health-care spending); extracted from ILO World Social Protection Data Dashboards. Because of the 
disparate combination of original sources from which these figures were derived, social protection spending 
figures for countries exhibit some variations. For example, the ILO Social Protection Data Dashboards use IMF, 
ILO, UNICEF, UNDP along with national data sources to determine social spending.
‡ILO World Social Protection Data Dashboards
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FIGURE 3: Public Spending on Health and Social Protection in Major Remittance-Receiving Countries

Source: ILO World Social Protection Data Dashboards (2021)

Some studies have claimed that public transfers have a detrimental effect on private 
transfers, including remittances, because these two sets of resources for social welfare have 
a “fungible”, that is, replaceable or substitutive relationship (Strupat and Klohn, 2018). Test-
ing 29 studies for this crowding-out effect, Nikolov and Bonci (2020) conclude that state-
led programmes do displace remittances in most instances and these negative outcomes are 
pronounced when the recipient is male and non-poor female. Another study of 70 y Mas in 
Mexico, a public assistance programme for people in rural communities who are 70 years 
and older, determined that it crowded out private gifts by 37%, greatly reducing the prob-
ability of receiving domestic remittances (Ameudo-Dorantes and Juarez, 2015). However, 
this may not always be the case. 

A study of two conditional cash transfer programmes in Nicaragua and Honduras 
showed that there is no crowding out of remittances, provided the transferred benefit 
amounts to recipients are small and relatively well-targeted (Olinto and Nielson, 2008). 
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Likewise, a reverse crowding-in effect was estimated for Nepal where social safety nets are 
weak and average remittance amounts also low (Nikolov and Bonci, 2020). Other studies, 
using empirical analysis for diverse settings such as Bosnia (Oruč, 2011), have similarly 
shown that remittances receipts increase as social transfers increase, suggesting that there 
is a considerable degree of “matching” between these two types of transfers. In the case 
of Bosnia, social transfers are limited to certain social categories, with poor targeting and 
weak impact on poverty.

In Southern Africa, the connections between public forms of social protection and 
remittances have not been systematically explored. While the region’s major remittance-
receiving countries also have the weakest social protection systems, any argument that 
there is a casual connection in which remittances depress social spending would be diffi-
cult to sustain without further research. Rather, while remittances impact positively on the 
welfare of recipient households and communities (Bracking and Sachikonye, 2010; Crush 
and Pendleton, 2009; Kangmennaang et al., 2018; Crush et al., 2010; Mendola, 2017), the 
weakness of state programming is more likely a function of limited revenues and resources 
rather than a conscious abdication of social protection responsibility. Indeed, most of these 
countries plan to expand their social protection programmes (Arruda, 2018; Government 
of Kingdom of Lesotho, 2014; Government of Zimbabwe, 2015; Republic of Malawi, 2018; 
Government of Mozambique, 2016).

Biyase et al. (2017) argue in relation to internal migration in South Africa that social 
grants do not crowd out or displace remittances. Waidler and Devereux (2019) provide an 
innovative analysis comparing the impacts on food and nutrition security of social grants 
versus remittances in South Africa, using data from a survey of 28,000 households. They 
find that both public and private transfers (in the form of social grants and remittances) 
have some positive impacts on food and nutrition security. But, as they note, “social pro-
tection transfers have significantly higher coverage than remittances (and, therefore, they 
are more likely to contribute to poverty reduction), transfers reach different population 
groups, which means different households rely on different social protection strategies” 
(Waidler and Devereux, 2019: 693). Moreover, in some cases, public and private transfers 
complement each other, as very poor households are likely to receive both social grants and 
remittances. They show that while social grants have increased over time, remittances have 
declined but they do not suggest a causal connection. However, the finding does raise the 
question of whether increased social protection spending might be depressing remitting. 
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One under-studied issue of importance is the relationship between remittances and 
informal social protection. Case studies in Mozambique and Zimbabwe suggest that com-
munity networks and mutual bonds are strengthened by remitting so that the social ben-
efits of remitting are not confined to the recipient households. Gallego and Mendola (2013), 
for example, report that in rural southern Mozambique, households receiving remittances 
are more likely to engage in community-based social networks and cooperative arrange-
ments. Dzingirai et al. (2014: 3) focus on three migrant-sending districts in Zimbabwe and 
find that while remittances have done little to eliminate chronic poverty, community-based 
social networks impose obligations on remittance recipients such that “local expectations 
within sending communities often mean that moneys are spent on maintaining a social 
safety net and social status rather than directed into financially productive investments.” In 
Nigeria, by contrast, Akanle and Adesina (2017a, 2017b) argue that although remittances 
strain kinship ties, households are more able to meet their food, health care, education and 
housing needs, and remittances also generate “important intangible welfare credits” in the 
community. Zewdu (2019) shows how, in Ethiopia, remittances are increasingly distributed 
beyond the immediate recipients to neighbours, community and religious organizations, 
and to extended family members in Ethiopia or beyond. In Asia, local area studies in Ban-
gladesh and Pakistan have demonstrated how remittance income can build social resil-
ience, sustain (some) outsiders to the community, and have significant informal welfare 
effects (Ahmed et al., 2018; Gardner and Ahmed, 2007; Mahaptro, 2016; Sikder et al., 2017).

Finally, there is an underlying assumption in much of the economics literature that 
remittances are by definition transfers between individuals, households or family units. 
However, remitting also takes group (or collective or community) forms (Bonciani, 2018; 
Brown et al., 2014; Deb et al., 2010; Goldring, 2004; Lacroix, 2013). While data on its extent 
is difficult to obtain, collective remitting does contribute to overall remittance flows. Much 
of the evidence for this form of remitting comes from the literature on diaspora engage-
ment, which focuses on group organization within migrant diasporas (including hometown 
associations, alumni associations, faith-based organizations, non-governmental organiza-
tions and other formal and informal entities) and charitable giving to community-based 
social projects in communities of origin (Bada, 2016; Burgess and Tinajero, 2012; Kane, 
2010; Mercer et al., 2009). Collective remitters tend to focus their remitting behaviour on 
community projects in the health and educational fields and serve a largely-undocumented 
social welfare function outside formal state-funded education, health and social protection 
programmes. 
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REMITTERS AND SOCIAL PROTECTION 

Most of the attention paid to links between remittances and social welfare focuses on 
recipient countries and communities. However, remitting also has social welfare implica-
tions for those who do the remitting. Where destination states have strong social protection 
programmes that migrants can access, this frees up discretionary income and can lead to 
increased remitting (Bilecen, 2020). However, the practice of remitting can also bring eco-
nomic and social burdens to remitters, especially when they occupy precarious positions as 
forced migrants, labour migrants and irregular migrants (Carling, 2020; Datta, 2012; Datta 
et al., 2007; Vargas-Silva, 2017). In her study on the economic lives of refugees, Jacobsen 
(2005) was the first to characterize the responsibilities of resettled refugees as a “remittance 
trap” that negatively affects their own well-being and economic security. 

A few studies have shown that the responsibility for remitting by resettled refugees can 
impact on their own welfare in countries of resettlement (Hammond, 2011; Lindley, 2010). 
Harsh and abusive work and living environments encountered by low-skilled and unskilled 
migrants can be exacerbated by the obligation or desire to remit a significant portion of 
earnings (Bijulal, 2020; Saquin, 2020; Weeraratne, 2020). Zimbabwean migrants in South 
Africa not only face exclusion from education, health care, the labour market and social 
protection grants reserved for citizens, but their own food security is compromised by the 
obligation and necessity to remit to impoverished family members in Zimbabwe (Crush 
and Tawodzera, 2014a, 2014b, 2017). Furthermore, their own livelihoods, social welfare 
and remitting ability are diminished by rampant xenophobia and xenophobic violence 
(Crush and Ramachandran, 2015; Crush et al., 2017).

The remittance burden does not necessarily lift for those who have emigrated to coun-
tries in the Global North even though wages and currency values are generally higher. Table 
13, for example, shows that individuals and households in Canada with weaker financial 
standing and limited incomes constituted the larger share of remitters to their countries 
of birth (Dimbuene and Turcotte, 2019). Median personal and household incomes were 
CAD48,000 and CAD59,800 respectively in Canada in 2017. The personal income of 70% 
of remitters and the household incomes of 42% of remitters were below these measures. 
Women with low incomes were far more likely to remit than their male counterparts. 
Although Canada has relatively advanced provincial social welfare systems, remittance 
obligations can be an onerous duty weighing heavily on migrants’ lives, especially if their 
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socio-economic circumstances are less stable (Amoyaw, 2016). In general, when migrants 
labour under difficult work conditions in order to send remittances, the improved social 
welfare of recipients can be at the expense of the senders’ own welfare. 

TABLE 13: Remitters in Canada by Income and Sex, 2017

Annual incomes (CAD)
Share (%)

Total Women Men
Personal income

Under 20,000 26 33 17
20,000–29,999 16 18 14
30,000–39,999 15 15 15
40,000–49,999 13 11 14
50,000–69,999 14 12 17
70,000–89,999 7 5 9
Above 90,000 9 5 13

Household income
Under 40,000 23 25 22
40,000–59,999 19 19 19
60,000–79,999 17 17 17
80,000–109,999 19 18 19
Above 110,000 22 20 24
Source: Dimbuene and Turcotte (2019)

Compounding the social welfare implications for remitters is the fact that participation 
in social welfare programmes is generally tied to citizenship or nationality status and also 
has significant gendered dimensions (Bilecen et al., 2019). Discrimination and institutional 
barriers can therefore limit access to social protection in migrant destination countries 
in different ways for men and women (Olivier, 2017, 2018). In South Africa, for example, 
only recognized refugees in addition to citizens and permanent residents can claim social 
grants and even asylum-seekers with valid permits are ineligible (Kapindu, 2011; Masuku, 
2018). Migrants in temporary labour migration programmes or with irregular status are 
invariably excluded from the social programmes of host countries, including social insur-
ance, health care and pension contribution due to their status and limited duration of their 
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employment and residence. Migrants may also lose benefits in their countries of origin 
because of their absence. Such programmes may also exclude migrants’ families, even if 
they make regular, compulsory contributions. 

Access, portability and extension of social protection measures for migrants and their 
families in both receiving and sending countries are key challenges. Even when bilateral 
and multilateral social security arrangements exist between origin and destination coun-
tries, they generally cover migrants engaged in formal employment, omitting those in the 
informal sector and irregular situations (Panhuys et al., 2017). In the prominent hosting 
areas from which substantial outward remittance flows occur, such as the Gulf countries, 
limited benefit provisions exist and in others, (Southeast Asian countries, for example), 
separate and inferior protection regimes have been established for low-skilled migrants 
(Olivier, 2017). 

CONCLUSION

Both migrant remittances and state-led social protection systems are identified as priori-
ties in the 2030 Sustainable Development Agenda. However, discussions on these private 
transfers and public resources as mechanisms for improved social welfare and achieving 
the SDGs generally take place in separate silos. On the one hand, the constant celebration 
and promotion of remittances for dealing with the protracted challenges of poverty and 
social deprivation risks overshadowing the urgent need for stronger state-led social protec-
tion systems. On the other, remittances are rarely treated as an essential part of a broader 
package of targeted activities to address the social welfare of citizens and residents at local, 
national and global scales. Despite improvements and growing global recognition of the 
need for expanded social protection, coverage is still weak and uneven across most LMICs 
and many remittance senders and recipients have no access to these benefits. 

By augmenting household resources, remittances can potentially reduce dependence on 
social grants and social safety net programmes for some households. Equally, the obliga-
tions to remit on the part of migrants coupled with their exclusion from social programmes 
in destination countries can have deleterious consequences for their own social welfare. 
However, none of this is an argument for depressing or undermining the social assistance 
responsibilities of state institutions in migrant origin countries, including social protec-
tion floors. More research is needed into the relationship between remittances and state  
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provisions for social welfare, especially whether the growth of the former has in any way 
weakened the latter, as Doyle (2015) and Mina (2019) contend. At present, the global evi-
dence for a causal connection and depressing effect is flimsy and most countries have plans 
in place to expand their social protection programming. 

Remittances may bolster informal social protection in sending communities but the evi-
dence for this is largely circumstantial. Likewise, robust empirical evidence does not exist 
for collective remittances making up for shortcomings in state-led provisions. Individual 
remittances may reduce dependence on the state-led programmes, but they do not replace 
these measures. Significant coverage and adequate benefit levels are necessary to reduce 
poverty levels and socio-economic inequalities within and across countries. Even when 
available, such benefits may not always be sufficient to meet households’ basic requirements. 
With the notable exception of the troubled Mexican 3 x 1 Program, there are few examples 
of remittance-related revenues catalyzing greater investment in social programmes. 

Social protection provisions by state institutions in countries in the Global South are 
weak, but by no means absent. They are, however, constrained by restricted state revenues, 
limited institutional capacities, social policy preferences, uneven implementation, corrup-
tion, delivery inefficiencies, programme quality, exclusion of beneficiaries, and other bar-
riers. The range and impact of such measures in LMICs and total expenditure on social 
programmes are also inhibited compared with those of countries in the Global North. 
Also, they may not cover all who need them, even in the case of targeted programmes, and 
benefit levels may not be adequate to bridge existing deficits in vulnerable households. In 
this context, the value of remittances as an alternative or supplementary social protection 
resource at the individual, household and community levels cannot be underestimated. 
However, remittances are a long way from supplanting or even lessening the need for social 
security programmes in migrant-sending areas. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought new urgency to understanding the connections 
between remittances and social welfare as both are being severely impacted. The social pro-
tection of migrants and migrant-sending communities has become a pressing issue during 
the pandemic, which has magnified the multiple vulnerabilities of many migrant cohorts, 
aggravated by glaring shortcomings in social protection (Ambe and Adebeyi; 2020; OECD, 
2020a, 2020b). The pandemic is projected to have a highly negative impact on remittance 
flows (IFAD, 2020). The World Bank has predicted a 7% decline to low and middle-income 
countries to USD508 billion in 2020 and a further 7.5% in 2021 to USD470 billion (Ratha 
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et al., 2020). As a result, “the outlook for remittances remains uncertain and will depend 
on COVID-19’s impact on global growth. This is linked, in turn, to uncertainties regard-
ing the effectiveness of efforts to contain the spread of the disease” (Ratha et al., 2020: 
vii). With the flow of remittances expected to fall significantly across two years, strong 
restrictions on migration flows and real hardships faced by remitters as a result of the crisis, 
there is an even more urgent need for more robust social protection floors (ILO, 2020). UN 
(2020d) notes that falling remittances will affect the policy space for social protection and 
that existing pandemic responses will not avert a social protection crisis. Governments 
have adopted more than 1,400 social protection measures since the outbreak of COVID-
19, but these are “largely insufficient.” The UN Special Rapporteur on Extreme Poverty and 
Human Rights warns that “the social safety nets put into place are full of holes…generally 
short-term, the funding is insufficient, and many people will inevitably fall between the 
cracks” (UN, 2020d). 
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As the role of migrant remittances for poverty reduction, economic growth and 
sustainable development in sending countries gains increasing attention, this 
report reviews the evidence for the linkages between remittances and the social 
welfare of receiving households, communities and countries, as well as remitters 
themselves. In low and middle-income countries, where national social security 
systems have been underdeveloped, monetary and other assistance by family and 
community members have long constituted an important form of non-state social 
welfare. Rooted in social relationships and networks of family, kinship connections 
and social community, individual remittances offer informal mechanisms of social 
protection. The report finds that, while remittances may positively affect the social 
welfare of recipients, they are not a replacement for public forms of social protection. 
The compensatory effects of remittances on human welfare are complements to and 
not substitutes for the established state responsibilities for effective social policies 
and social protection. These external flows are seen to stabilize national economies 
and contribute to economic growth. Nevertheless, they produce difficult burdens 
for marginal remitters, especially when social programmes are weak in sending 
areas. The weak inclusion of these remitters in the social protection programmes of 
migrant-receiving countries is another dimension of remittances and social welfare 
that requires more attention. 


